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  The Yocum Dollar


  Counterfeit Currency Worth More than the Real Thing


  Four brothers hunched over a small furnace. Each wore the rough homespun of early frontiersmen and kept their muskets close at hand in case they were disturbed. The roaring flames made their shadows dance along the cave walls. One kept looking toward the cave entrance to make sure they weren’t seen as another pulled out a pile of US government silver coins from a pouch. He dropped them into a pan, stuck the pan into the furnace, and waited. As soon as they had melted, another brother pulled out the pan and carefully poured the liquid silver into some molds as the fourth brother held them still.


  After a long wait for the metal to cool, one of the men snapped open the mold and used his knife to pry out a brand-new coin. Freshly minted silver gleamed in the firelight.


  Instead of sporting an eagle and the words “United States of America” like legitimate coinage, it was a simple disk, embossed with a name that would soon become famous across the Ozarks—Yocum.


  The four Yocum brothers—Solomon, Jacob, Jess, and Mike—had settled on the James Fork of the White River valley deep in the rough hill country of the Ozarks, arriving in about 1818 and becoming one of the first white families to move there. Living in crude conditions far from any towns, they hunted, fished, and traded with local Indians for furs. There was little to distinguish them from any other frontiersmen until a decision in faraway Washington, DC, changed their fortunes forever.


  The federal government decided to move the Delaware tribe into the James River region. The Delaware had originally come from the Delaware River area back east but had been steadily pushed out by rival tribes and white expansion. Having been in contact with whites for more than a century, they had taken on many of the white man’s ways, including wearing European-style clothing and building log cabins. In other aspects of their culture, such as religion and the traditional hunt, they kept to the old ways.


  Once the Delaware relocated, they quickly set up a string of villages along the upper James River and Kickapoo Prairie, each named after the local chief who ran it, such as Captain Pipe, Captain Beaver, Captain Patterson, and so on. The rank of “captain” was a term of honor for a local chief. These villages became the largest settlements in the Ozarks until Springfield started booming after the Civil War.


  In compensation for losing their lands, the Delaware received $4,000 a year in silver coins, with the chiefs getting additional silver. Attracted by the money the Delaware had to spend, white merchants and craftsmen followed them to the area. The few whites who already lived nearby also jumped at the chance to earn some of the tribe’s silver.


  Not wanting to be left behind in the lucrative new Indian trade, Solomon Yocum moved onto Delaware Indian land along the James River sometime in the 1820s, where he traded alcohol for the silver the government gave them. Many writers have painted the Yocums as tricky double-dealers in their business with the Indians, but that isn’t fair to the Yocums or the Delaware. The Yocums provided the Delaware with what they wanted, and the Delaware used their government stipend for what it was intended, to buy goods from the only merchants in the area.


  The only problem was that selling alcohol to Indians was illegal.


  The local federal Indian agent, John Campbell, wrote to his boss in St. Louis complaining, “Solomon Yoachum has erected a distillery . . . and has made a quantity of peach brandy and has been selling it for some time in quantities to the Indians. There is a number of those outlaw characters settled all below him who are also selling whiskey constantly to the Indians.”


  These illicit traders refused to pay rent for living on Indian land (probably because they traded booze in lieu of rent), and in July 1825 Campbell ordered Solomon Yocum off the reservation.


  This made little difference to Solomon. He simply moved a little south of the Indian lands and opened up another distillery to produce whiskey and brandy. To cover their tracks, the Yocums melted down the US silver coins the Delaware paid them and recast them as their own “Yocum Dollars.” They also acted as middlemen for other white traders, melting down their government coins and turning them into Yocum Dollars for a fee. The Yocums told outsiders that all their silver came from a rich “silver cave” they owned, but more likely the cave was just a secret location for their money-making business.


  In 1829 the US government and the Delaware signed the James Fork Treaty, which made the tribe move to a new reservation in Kansas. The last of them left by 1831, but by then the Yocums had plenty of silver and Yocum Dollars had become the preferred currency over much of the region.


  So the removal of the Delaware didn’t matter much to the Yocums. They had already struck it rich. With the silver they bought land, mills, and huge cattle and swine herds. They became a leading family in the Ozarks, and when the famous travel writer Henry Rowe Schoolcraft passed through, Solomon Yocum served as his host and guide, showing him around the area and treating him to the local delicacy of roast beaver tail, also a favorite of Meriwether Lewis of Lewis and Clark fame.


  Part of the success of the Yocum Dollar was that it fulfilled a critical need for reliable money on the frontier. While settlers tended to hunt, fish, or grow their own food, and made most everything else they required, they still needed money in some circumstances. Buying land from the government, for example, had to be done with cash, and traveling salesmen generally demanded money for any articles from civilization they brought along to peddle.


  But money was always in short supply. In these early years the Missouri Legislature created two banks but both failed, and the government didn’t try again until 1836. A branch of the national bank opened in St. Louis in 1829, but it too went out of business in 1833, a victim of recession and political infighting over whether the federal government should even have a bank. To make up for the lack of money, local organizations such as cities and counties often printed their own paper currency. People derisively called these notes “shinplasters” after small pieces of paper soaked in vinegar, tar, or tobacco juice and plastered over the leg to cure sores.


  As the name suggests, shinplasters didn’t gain the consumers’ confidence. Printers, enchanted with the idea of printing their own money, usually printed too much and ended up lowering its value. Counterfeits were common, and one county’s money often wouldn’t be accepted in another county. If an organization stopped printing money, all their old money usually became worthless, and if a bank went out of business, its money lost all value as well. People trusted out-of-state money even less, because in those days of chaotic finances and slow communication, nobody could know for sure if a note issued from, say, a bank in Illinois would still be valid, or even if the bank existed.


  With no gold or silver being mined in Missouri, the only sources of precious metal were government coins, always in short supply, and Spanish coins coming up from the Santa Fe Trail. Spanish coins were highly valued, but there were never enough to go around. People in the Ozarks could easily find the locally produced Yocum Dollars, and the Yocums were smart enough to make them of good quality. In fact, they contained more silver than US government silver coins.


  This nearly got the Yocums into trouble. When a settler tried to buy some land from the government land office in Springfield with Yocum Dollars, the clerk said the coins were counterfeit. The settler got angry and said the money was good, being made of pure silver. The clerk sent one off to Washington to be tested and discovered the man had spoken the truth. The government purportedly sent an agent to find the fabled silver cave, but he got the runaround from the Yocums and returned to the nation’s capital empty-handed.


  The Yocums played on the old legends of the silver cave to cover their tracks. While minting coins wasn’t illegal, trading booze to the Indians definitely was, so it made sense to hide the evidence by getting rid of the government coins and making up a story about a silver cave. Even today, descendants of the Yocums and many other locals tell the tale that the family got the silver cave in exchange for some blankets, soap, and two horses. A little thought will show why this isn’t true. The Delaware were far too savvy by this time to give away a valuable silver mine for cheap goods they could easily buy after a bit of digging. Of course, a few individuals could have betrayed their tribe by telling the secret of the mine in order to get those horses, but certainly both they and the Yocums would have been killed by the rest of the tribe once it was discovered.


  A different take on the tale explains away this problem by saying the Delaware only revealed the location of the silver cave once the government told them they would be relocated again. The problem with this story, of course, is that the Yocum Dollars started circulating well before the Delaware relocated, and the source dried up after the Delaware left.


  Another problem arises with the geology of Missouri. Silver hardly exists in the state; nobody has ever discovered any major veins. The only silver mine that ever operated in Missouri, in Madison County, lasted less than three years, from 1877 to 1879. In later years production of silver in Missouri steadily rose, but this only became possible after the development of modern techniques that can separate trace amounts of silver from the state’s abundant lead deposits. This process didn’t exist in the early to mid nineteenth century.


  Be that as it may, the story of how the Yocums got their hands on the silver cave is still a good one and worth retelling. A group of Indian braves supposedly took the Yocums to a narrow valley where a small hole led to a cave nearly filled with silver. One legend says there were two veins of pure silver, one thirty feet long and another twenty feet long. The Yocums, delighted with their purchase, hid it by building a cabin right in front of the entrance, fashioning a secret door in the cellar that led to the mine.


  While the story of the silver mine is almost certainly fiction, the Yocums encouraged its belief. They would often leave on hunting trips for several days, hinting that they were heading off to the mine. Greedy locals would follow them, but the Yocums had an expert knowledge of the land and always managed to shake them. This cat-and-mouse game only added to their mystique.


  The idea of a silver cave was already an old legend by the time the Yocums got to the Ozarks. Some of the earliest French settlers a century before had come to the region because they believed it to be rich in silver. They soon left disappointed, but the legend of a cave with an immensely rich vein of silver never died. The Yocums revived it so successfully, its story has endured to the present day.


  Legend says the mine was finally lost when James Yocum and his Delaware wife, Winona, got killed in a cave-in either in 1846 or 1847, and the other Yocums decided it would be too dangerous to continue mining and left for the California gold rush. The truth is a bit more mundane. What actually happened was that the real source of the silver, the Delaware tribe, left the area. By this time the Yocums had already bought their giant herds of pigs and cattle, lived comfortably on large farms, and had built prosperous businesses such as gristmills. They’d put down roots in the area and saw little reason to leave to continue their illegal activities in the Delaware’s new home. Solomon Yocum did go to the gold rush, however, perhaps thinking that he could strike it rich in a real mine. He didn’t, and died in 1850. Solomon’s descendants left for the California gold rush in 1851.


  Another legend says that as Solomon lay dying, he gasped out directions to the mine to his grandson William, who drew a crude map to the site. One of his descendants, Joseph Yocum, later used this map in a fruitless search for the mine in Taney County in 1958. What it took him a while to realize, though, was that the western portion of Taney County became Stone County the year after Solomon died. Joseph Yocum looked there too, but found nothing. His search wasn’t helped by all the twentieth-century dam projects that had turned streams into lakes and completely changed the look of much of the area. All the little creeks and pioneer cabins on the map had long since disappeared.


  The Yocum Dollar was long gone too. Its value and high demand proved to be its undoing. The silver content was so high, speculators melted it down for the precious metal. While the Yocum Dollars vanished, the legend of the mine never died. The May 7, 1923, issue of the Springfield Daily Leader reported that when workers tore up the floor of an old cabin by Indian Creek, they found a Yocum Dollar. While they had only been hired to replace the floor, they started tearing up the entire cabin looking for more coins. Their vandalism was rewarded with the discovery of four more Yocum Dollars. This news led to a flood of outsiders pouring into the region, shovels in hand, looking for the silver cave. All of them left disappointed, but it created a good business for local farmers, who acted as guides and cooks and sold homemade treasure maps.


  The majority of hill folk had stopped believing in the legend of the silver cave by this time. After all, hadn’t the last surviving brother who knew the secret of its location, Solomon Yocum, left the state? Why would he leave to risk everything in the gold rush if he had a perfectly good mine at home? And why didn’t any of the Yocum clan still living in the region, and there were hundreds of them, know or find out the secret?


  But not all locals have stopped believing. Artie Ayres, son of one of the lucky workmen who tore up the old cabin, remained convinced the silver cave story was true, and spent his entire life looking for it. While he searched in vain, he did write a book of local history and became a well-known guide to the area.


  While most locals may not have believed the myth, that didn’t stop them from telling the “furriners,” usually gullible city slickers with more money than sense, that they knew “just about” where the mine was, and would be happy to show them the location . . . for a small fee, of course.


  The legend got another shot in the arm in 1974 when a treasure hunter claimed to have found 236 Yocum Dollars in a sealed metal box buried near Branson, Missouri. While this led to another rush of articles and searches for the mine, the treasure hunter never showed any of the supposed Yocum Dollars to a museum or coin expert for examination, so they may have been forgeries, common enough in the antique coin trade, or they may simply have never existed.


  In another strange twist to the tale, a different Yocum Dollar actually preceded the American dollar and gave it its name. The Yocums originally came from Germany, getting their name from one of that country’s saints, Saint Joachim of Floris (ca. 1145–1202). In the sixteenth century a large silver mine in Bohemia was named after the saint and the mine started minting a coin called the “Joachimstaler,” eventually shortened to “thaler.” The Dutch later minted a coin called the “daler,” which circulated in Dutch settlements such as New Amsterdam, later called New York City. When the United States became a nation, they took


  

  [image: The only known example of what might be a Yocum Dollar, sold by a coin dealer in the 1980s. It matches the description of the fabled coin, but it’s impossible to prove it’s an original and not an early reproduction. Courtesy World Exonumia]
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